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Abstract 

This paper explores the relationship between African Traditional Religion (ATR) and 

Christianity, using Paul’s address at the Areopagus as a foundation for inter-religious 

dialogue. It explores ATR’s core beliefs, such as reverence for supreme being, ancestral 

veneration, and the sacredness of nature, and analyses models of dialogue, including pluralist 

and dialogical approaches, to promote mutual respect and understanding. Using historical-

critical exegesis, rhetorical analysis, and analytical methods, the study highlights tensions and 

synthesis between Christian doctrine and African religious practices, drawing parallels with 

Paul’s method of engaging the Athenians. It suggests that effective interfaith dialogue today 

requires a balance between recognizing shared spiritual pursuits and maintaining theological 

integrity. Paul’s respectful use of familiar cultural and religious references guides 

contemporary Christian engagement with African Religions, emphasizing the need for 

language and approaches that honour the beliefs of others while authentically presenting 

Christian perspectives. The paper concludes that a balanced approach encourages meaningful 

exchanges between ATR and Christianity, addressing the challenges of modernity and cultural 

diversity in Africa. 
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Introduction 

The relationship between African Traditional Religion (ATR) and Christianity is a complex 

and evolving dynamic, shaped by centuries of interaction, both collaborative and contentious. 

As two major spiritual traditions in Africa, their encounters reflect the broader historical view 

of colonialism, missionary endeavors, and the emergence of African Initiated Churches (AICs) 

that sought to blend Christian doctrines with African cultural values (Bediako, 1995; Mbiti, 

1990). This study, explores these interactions, using Paul’s address at the Areopagus as a 

guiding framework for promoting inter-religious dialogue. By focusing on Acts 17:22-31, 

where Paul engages with Athenian philosophers through respectful acknowledgment of their 

beliefs, the study draws valuable parallels for contemporary interfaith engagements between 

ATR and Christianity. Utilizing a combination of historical-critical exegesis, rhetorical 

analysis, and analytical methods, this study aims to provide a nuanced understanding of the 

interactions between ATR and Christianity. The historical-critical method allows for an in-

depth examination of Acts 17:22-31, shedding light on the socio-historical context of Paul’s 

discourse and his efforts to present Christian teachings to a diverse audience (Fitzmyer, 1998; 
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Keener, 2014). Through the theological strategies that Paul employed, such as his use of 

culturally relevant references, the study illustrates how these approaches can inform current 

dialogues between ATR and Christianity. This method highlights the importance of context-

sensitive engagement which provides a foundation for addressing modern-day inter-religious 

challenges in Africa. 

 

In addition to the historical-critical approach, the rhetorical and analytical methods enable a 

closer examination of how Paul’s discourse can guide contemporary interfaith interactions. 

Analyzing Paul’s strategic use of Greek philosophical references offers perceptions into the 

dialogical challenges he faced in ancient Athens and how these resonate with the challenges 

present in modern interactions between ATR and Christianity (Witherington, 1998). By 

applying these methods, the study explores how both ATR and Christianity can maintain 

theological integrity while engaging in meaningful exchanges that recognize and respect each 

other’s spiritual quests and cultural identities (Knitter, 2012). Additionally, this study examines 

the central beliefs of ATR, such as reverence for a supreme being, ancestral veneration, and 

the sacredness of nature, emphasizing their importance within African spirituality. These 

beliefs form the backdrop against which inter-religious dialogue must occur, as they represent 

core elements of the African worldview that resonate deeply with many believers. Through a 

balanced analysis of the intersections between these spiritual traditions, the study highlights 

how models of dialogue, including pluralist and dialogical approaches, can foster mutual 

respect and understanding between ATR and Christianity.  

 

In this way, this study aims to contribute to the ongoing discourse on inter-religious dialogue 

by offering a framework that balances the theological distinctiveness of both traditions with a 

commitment to mutual understanding and enrichment. Drawing from Paul’s respectful 

engagement in Acts 17, the paper suggests that successful dialogue requires both a recognition 

of shared spiritual pursuits and a commitment to preserving theological authenticity. In doing 

so, it presents a vision for an inclusive and harmonious religious setting in contemporary 

Africa, where ATR and Christianity can coexist through a respectful and enriching exchange 

of beliefs and values (Kanu, Paul, and Omenukwa, 2024). This framework not only sheds light 

on historical interactions but also provides practical insights for addressing the challenges of 

modernity and cultural diversity, demonstrating the ongoing relevance of Paul’s Areopagus 

address in today’s pluralistic world.  

 

Key Beliefs and Practices in African Traditional Religion  

ATR encompasses a diverse array of indigenous belief systems and practices across the African 

continent. Despite its heterogeneity, certain common elements and themes can be identified 

that characterize ATR as a distinct religious tradition (Mbiti, 1990, Kanu 2014). Central to 

ATR is the belief in a supreme being or creator God, often conceptualized as both transcendent 

and immanent (Idowu, 1973). This supreme deity is typically viewed as the ultimate source of 

existence, though the specific attributes and names assigned to this entity vary across different 

African cultures. For instance, the Yoruba people of West Africa refer to the supreme being as 

“Olodumare,” while the Akan of Ghana use the term “Nyame” (Olupona, 2014, Kanu 2014). 

Alongside the supreme deity, ATR recognizes a complex spiritual hierarchy that includes lesser 

deities, nature spirits, and ancestral spirits. This rich spirit world forms an integral part of the 

African cosmology and plays a crucial role in daily life and religious practices (Magesa, 1997). 

The spirit world is often seen as intimately connected with the physical world, with spirits 

believed to inhabit natural phenomena such as rivers, mountains, and trees. Rituals form a 
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cornerstone of ATR, serving as a means of communication and interaction with the spirit world. 

These rituals can take various forms, including sacrifices, libations, divination, and ceremonial 

dances. Mbiti (1975) argues that rituals in ATR are not merely symbolic acts but are believed 

to have real efficacy in influencing spiritual forces and maintaining cosmic harmony. 

 

A distinguishing feature of ATR is its strong emphasis on community. The individual is often 

conceptualized as inherently connected to the broader social group, both living and dead. This 

communal orientation is reflected in religious practices, ethical norms, and social structures 

(Gyekye, 1996, Kanu 2013). The famous ubuntu philosophy, which emphasizes the 

interconnectedness of human existence, exemplifies this communal ethos in many African 

societies (Tutu, 1999). Ancestors play a key role in ATR, occupying a unique position as 

intermediaries between the living and the spirit world. They are often venerated through 

various rituals and are believed to have the power to influence the affairs of the living 

(Kopytoff, 1971, Kanu 2013). The ancestral cult serves multiple functions, including 

preserving social norms, maintaining familial bonds across generations, and providing a sense 

of continuity and identity. Nature holds a sacred significance in ATR, with many natural 

phenomena being imbued with spiritual meaning. This reverence for nature is not merely 

symbolic but is deeply ingrained in religious practices and ethical considerations. Danquah 

(1968) notes that in many African societies, certain forests, rivers, or mountains are considered 

sacred spaces where the divine presence is particularly manifest. 

The relationship between humans and nature in ATR is often characterized by a sense of 

stewardship rather than domination. This ecological ethos, rooted in religious beliefs, has led 

some scholars to argue that ATR offers valuable insights for contemporary environmental 

ethics (Kelbessa, 2005, Kanu 2013), including the divine mandate to care and protect it just 

like other religions. In conclusion, African Traditional Religion presents a rich heritage of 

beliefs and practices that reflect a holistic worldview integrating the divine, the human, and the 

natural world. Its emphasis on community, ancestral veneration, and harmony with nature 

offers a unique perspective on religious experience and cosmic order (Pilani, 2024, Kanu 

2014). As Africa continues to traverse the complexities of modernity and globalization, the 

enduring influence of ATR remains a subject of scholarly interest and debate. 

 

The Concept, Theories and Models of Religious Dialogue 

Scholars have proposed various theories and models to understand and facilitate inter-religious 

dialogue, particularly in the context of interactions between African Traditional Religion 

(ATR) and Christianity. In this connection, religious dialogue refers to the communication 

between adherents of different religious traditions aimed at mutual understanding and respect 

(Mansur, 2023). It is a process that fosters a deeper understanding of the spiritual and cultural 

values of each participant, going beyond doctrinal differences to include an appreciation of 

each tradition’s cultural and ethical dimensions (Knitter, 2012). Several theoretical frameworks 

offer different perspectives on how to approach and interpret the relationships between diverse 

religious traditions (Kanu et al., 2024a). The Pluralistic Model, advocated by scholars like John 

Hick, posits that different religions are equally valid paths leading to the same ultimate reality 

(Hick, 1989). This perspective suggests that both ATR and Christianity offer legitimate ways 

of connecting with the divine, despite their apparent differences. In contrast, the Inclusive 

Model, developed by theologians such as Karl Rahner, acknowledges the validity of other 

religious traditions while maintaining the primacy of one’s own faith (Rahner, 1966). Christian 

inclusivists might recognize elements of truth within ATR practices but argue that these truths 

find their fullest expression within Christianity. 
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Comparative Theology, championed by Francis X. Clooney, involves an in-depth study of 

another religion from within one’s own faith tradition (Clooney, 2010). Scholars might engage 

in comparative analysis of concepts such as the afterlife, ritual practices, or moral teachings 

between ATR and Christianity. The Dialogical Model, proposed by Martin Buber, emphasizes 

the importance of genuine encounter and relationship between religious traditions (Buber, 

1937). In the African context, this approach could involve creating spaces for practitioners of 

ATR and Christianity to share their experiences and beliefs openly (Okeke, Ibenwa, & Okeke, 

2017). A more critical perspective is offered by the Postcolonial Approach, which examines 

religious dialogue through the lens of power dynamics and historical inequalities (Kwok, 

2005). This model analyzes how colonial legacies have shaped the relationship between ATR 

and Christianity in Africa, highlighting the need to address historical imbalances in 

contemporary inter-religious dialogues. 

 

The concept of mutual transformation, where both religions are open to learning and evolving 

through the dialogue process, is particularly applicable to exchanges between Christianity and 

ATR (Knitter, 2012). For instance, Christianity might benefit from ATR’s emphasis on 

community and nature, while ATR could engage with Christian teachings on forgiveness and 

redemption (Okeke, Ibenwa, & Okeke, 2017). These diverse theoretical frameworks provide 

valuable tools for analyzing the complex interactions between ATR and Christianity. By 

considering multiple perspectives, scholars and practitioners can work towards more nuanced 

and constructive forms of dialogue that respect the integrity of both traditions while fostering 

mutual understanding and cooperation (Usman and Paul, 2024). 

 

Historical Engagement between ATR and Christianity in African Contexts 

The interaction between ATR and Christianity has been a complex process spanning several 

centuries. This engagement has profoundly shaped the religious setting of Africa and continues 

to influence contemporary African Christianity. In this regard, Christian missionary activity in 

Africa has a long and varied history. The early Christian presence in North Africa and Ethiopia 

dates back to the first centuries CE, but the most significant wave of Christian missions began 

in the 15th century with European exploration and colonization (Hastings, 1994). The 19th 

century saw a dramatic increase in missionary activity across sub-Saharan Africa, coinciding 

with European colonial expansion. Protestant missionary societies and Catholic orders 

established missions, schools, and hospitals throughout the continent. This period, often 

referred to as the “Scramble for Africa,” had profound religious, social, and political 

implications (Sundkler & Steed, 2000). Early missionary approaches often involved a 

wholesale rejection of African traditional beliefs and practices, viewing them as “pagan” or 

“primitive” (Bediako, 1995). This attitude led to significant conflicts and misunderstandings 

between missionaries and African communities. However, it’s important to note that the 

missionary experience was not monolithic, and some missionaries made efforts to understand 

and engage with local cultures more sensitively. 

 

Christianity’s Adaptation to African Cultural Contexts 

As Christianity took root in Africa, a process of mutual influence and adaptation began, often 

referred to as inculturation or contextualization. This process involves the integration of 

Christian teachings and practices with local cultural elements, resulting in unique expressions 

of African Christianity (Mugambi, 1989). Inculturation has taken various forms across different 

African contexts including the following: 
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a. Language and Liturgy: The translation of the Bible and liturgical texts into African 

languages has been a crucial aspect of inculturation. This process not only made Christian 

teachings more accessible but also contributed to the preservation and development of 

African languages (Sanneh, 1989). 

b. Music and Worship Styles: Many African churches have incorporated traditional musical 

instruments, rhythms, and dance into Christian worship, creating vibrant and distinctively 

African forms of praise and worship (King et al., 2008). 

c. Theology: African theologians have developed contextual theologies that engage with 

African realities and worldviews. For instance, the concept of “Ubuntu theology” draws 

on traditional African notions of community and interconnectedness to interpret Christian 

teachings (Battle, 2009). 

d. Rituals and Sacraments: Some churches have adapted traditional African rituals or 

incorporated elements of these rituals into Christian sacraments. For example, some 

communities have developed Christian versions of traditional naming ceremonies or 

ancestor veneration practices (Magesa, 2004). 

The foregoing perspectives of inculturation may not represent a perfect relationship between 

ATR and Christianity. In fact, it is safe to say that the process of inculturation has not been 

without controversy. Debates continue about the appropriate balance between fidelity to 

Christian orthodoxy and sensitivity to African cultural contexts. Some critics argue that certain 

forms of inculturation risk syncretism, while others contend that insufficient inculturation 

alienates Christianity from African realities (Bediako, 1995). By and large then, the historical 

engagement between ATR and Christianity has been marked by both tension and convergence. 

On one hand, the missionary enterprise often involved the suppression or denigration of 

traditional African beliefs and practices. Many early missionaries viewed ATR as incompatible 

with Christianity and sought to eradicate traditional practices (p’Bitek, 1971). On the other 

hand, there have been significant areas of convergence and mutual influence. For instance, the 

ATR concept of a supreme creator God provided a point of connection with Christian 

monotheism. Similarly, the African emphasis on community resonated with Christian 

teachings on fellowship and the church as a body of believers (Mbiti, 1990). The emergence of 

African Initiated Churches (AICs) in the late 19th and early 20th centuries represents a 

significant development in the engagement between ATR and Christianity. These churches, 

founded and led by Africans, often sought to combine elements of Christian theology with 

African spiritual worldviews and practices (Anderson, 2001). 

Contemporary Dynamics 

Today, the relationship between ATR and Christianity in Africa continues to evolve. Many 

African Christians maintain connections to traditional beliefs and practices, creating a complex 

religious situation that defies simple categorization (Olupona, 2014). The rise of Pentecostal 

and Charismatic Christianity in Africa has introduced new dynamics into this relationship. 

While these movements often strongly reject traditional practices as “demonic,” they also tend 

to take seriously the African belief in the reality of spiritual forces, albeit reinterpreted through 

a Christian lens (Meyer, 1999). From the foregoing therefore, the historical engagement 

between ATR and Christianity in African contexts has been a dynamic and ongoing process. It 

has involved conflict and misunderstanding, but also dialogue, adaptation, and creative 

synthesis. This complex interaction continues to shape African Christianity and contributes to 

the vibrant and diverse religious setting of contemporary Africa. It is precisely for these reasons 
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that this present paper introduces a novel biblical perspective from Acts 17:22-31 as a handy 

midwife in this dialogue between ATR and Christianity. 

 

Exegesis of Acts 17:22-31 

Historical Context Paul’s Visit to Athens in Acts 17:22-31 

In Acts 17:22-31 Paul visits Athens during his second missionary journey, typically dated 

around 50-52 CE (Murphy-O’Connor, 1996). This period marked a significant phase in the 

early spread of Christianity beyond its Jewish roots into the Greco-Roman world. Athens, 

though past its political prime, remained a cultural and intellectual center of the Roman Empire. 

The city was renowned for its philosophical traditions, particularly those of Plato and Aristotle, 

and was home to various schools of thought, including Epicureanism and Stoicism (Barrett, 

2004). This intellectual environment provided both challenges and opportunities for Paul’s 

missionary efforts. The religious context of Athens was characterized by polytheism, with a 

pantheon of gods and goddesses worshipped through various cults and rituals (Simić, 2020). 

The Athenians’ reputation for religious devotion is highlighted in Acts 17:16, where Paul is 

described as being “deeply distressed to see that the city was full of idols” (Revised Standard 

Version, [RSV]). This observation sets the stage for Paul’s engagement with Athenian culture 

and beliefs (Fitzmyer, 1998). It’s worth noting that Athens, like much of the Roman Empire, 

practiced religious pluralism. The presence of an altar “To an Unknown God” (Acts 17:23) 

exemplifies this inclusive approach to religion, which allowed for the possibility of deities 

beyond those officially recognized (Gill, 1994). This openness provided Paul with a rhetorical 

entry point for his discourse on the Christian God. 

 

The Areopagus: Its Role and Significance 

The Areopagus, literally meaning “Ares’ Hill,” was a rocky hill northwest of the Acropolis in 

Athens. Historically, it served as the site of the city’s most venerable council, also called the 

Areopagus, which had once been the main governing body of Athens (Burgem, & Green, 

2020). By Paul’s time, while the Areopagus council had lost much of its political power, it 

retained significant prestige and some judicial functions, particularly in religious and moral 

matters (Dunn, 1996). The council was composed of elite Athenian citizens and was known for 

its conservatism and guardianship of traditional values (Winter, 1996). The significance of 

Paul’s appearance before the Areopagus lies in several factors. Firstly, it represented an 

intellectual engagement. The Areopagus was the intellectual heart of Athens, and Paul’s 

invitation to speak there indicates the Athenians’ interest in his “new teaching” (Acts 17:19-

20), providing a platform for a sophisticated philosophical and theological discourse 

(Witherington, 1998). Secondly, it served as an opportunity for cultural bridge-building. Paul’s 

speech at the Areopagus demonstrates an attempt to engage with Greek culture and philosophy, 

using concepts familiar to his audience to introduce Christian ideas. This approach has been 

seen as a model for cross-cultural evangelism and interfaith dialogue (Flemming, 2002). 

 

Moreover, Paul’s appearance before the Areopagus may have had legal implications. Some 

scholars suggest that it might have been a preliminary inquiry into the legitimacy of his 

teaching, adding weight to the encounter’s significance (Bruce, 1988). The Areopagus also 

held symbolic importance. With its historical and cultural significance, it provided a symbolic 

backdrop for the confrontation between Christian monotheism and Greek polytheism. Paul’s 

speech there represents a pivotal moment in the early church’s engagement with Hellenistic 

culture (Keener, 2014). In the context of a dialogue between African Traditional Religion and 

Christianity, Paul’s engagement with the Athenians at the Areopagus offers an intriguing 
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parallel. Just as Paul sought to find common ground with his Athenian audience while also 

challenging their beliefs, so too can modern interfaith dialogue seek points of connection while 

respectfully addressing differences (Bediako, 1995). The Areopagus speech demonstrates a 

nuanced approach to cultural engagement, one that acknowledges the spiritual seeking of the 

other (as with the altar to an unknown god) while also presenting a distinct theological 

perspective. This model of contextual proclamation could inform approaches to dialogue 

between Christianity and African Traditional Religion, encouraging mutual understanding and 

respectful exchange of ideas (Mbiti, 1990). 

 

A Rhetorical Analysis of Acts 17:22-31 

a. Paul’s Opening Remarks (v. 22-23) 

Paul begins his address with a captatio benevolentiae, a rhetorical device aimed at gaining the 

audience’s goodwill (Witherington, 1998). The Greek term deisidaimonesterous in verse 22 is 

crucial. Traditionally translated as “very religious,” it can also mean “superstitious” (Barrett, 

2004). Paul’s choice of this ambiguous term demonstrates his diplomatic approach, allowing 

his audience to interpret it positively while subtly critiquing their religious practices. In verse 

23, Paul references an altar inscription: agnōstō theō, meaning “To an unknown god.” This 

observation serves as a bridge between Athenian religiosity and Paul’s proclamation. Scholars 

debate whether such an altar existed historically, with some suggesting it might be a rhetorical 

device (Gill, 1999). Paul’s assertion, “What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim 

to you” (ESV), is a masterful transition. The Greek verb agnoountes, “not knowing” creates a 

wordplay with the “unknown” (agnōstō) god (Fitzmyer, 1998). This linguistic connection 

allows Paul to position his message as a revelation of what the Athenians already worship, 

rather than the introduction of a foreign deity. 

 

b. The Nature of God, Human Origins and Divine Providence (vv. 24-27) 

Paul describes God as ho poiēsas ton kosmon, “the one who made the world.” This creative act 

is expressed in the aorist tense, implying a definite, completed action. The term kosmon here 

likely reflects the Greek philosophical concept of an ordered universe, appealing to his 

educated audience (Keener, 2014). The phrase ouk en cheiropoiētois naois katoikei (does not 

live-in temples made by hands) echoes Old Testament themes (e.g., 1 Kings 8:27) and 

challenges both Greek and Jewish concepts of deity localization (Polhill, 1992). The 

controversial phrase ex henos (from one) in verse 26 is interpreted variously as referring to one 

man (Adam), one couple, or one race. This ambiguity allows for multiple interpretations across 

different belief systems (Parsons, 2008). The verb zētein (to seek) in verse 27 implies an 

ongoing process. The optative mood in psēlaphēseian which means “might feel their way 

toward,” suggests possibility rather than certainty, acknowledging human limitations in the 

search for God (Conzelmann, 1987). 

 

c. Quotations from Greek Poets, Critique of Idolatry, and call to Repentance (vv. 28-31)  

Paul quotes, “In him we live and move and have our being,” attributed to the Cretan philosopher 

Epimenides, and “For we are indeed his offspring,” from Aratus’s Phaenomena (Dibelius, 

1956). These citations demonstrate Paul’s cultural awareness and his ability to find common 

ground with his audience. The term theion, “divine nature,” is strategically chosen. It’s a neuter 

form (of theios) that avoids personification, making it more acceptable to philosophical 

audiences skeptical of anthropomorphic deities (Witherington, 1998). Additionally, the phrase 

tous chronous tēs agnoias (the times of ignorance) connects back to the “unknown” god theme. 

The verb hyperidōn often translated as “overlooked,” can also mean “to bear with” or “to pass 
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over,” suggesting divine patience rather than indifference (Barrett, 2004). The announcement 

of judgment through andri hō hōrisen “a man whom he has appointed” in the concluding verse 

(v. 31, RSV), introduces a uniquely Christian element into what has been, up to this point, a 

largely philosophical discourse (Fitzmyer, 1998). 

 

Some Theological Themes in Acts 17:22-31 

Paul’s speech at the Areopagus as analyzed above is a significant moment in early Christian 

engagement with Hellenistic culture and philosophy. It presents a balance of cultural sensitivity 

and Christian proclamation, revealing key theological themes. Paul’s rhetorical skill and 

timeless truths resonate in contemporary theological discussions and interfaith dialogues. His 

approach provides a model for engaging with diverse worldviews while maintaining the 

integrity of the Christian message, making it relevant for discussions between Christianity and 

other religious traditions, including ATR, as spelled out thus:  

 

a. Natural Theology 

Paul’s speech at the Areopagus is often considered a prime example of natural theology in the 

New Testament. Natural theology refers to the knowledge of God obtainable through reason 

and observation of the natural world, without relying on special revelation (McGrath, 2016). 

In Acts 17:24-27, Paul argues for God’s existence and nature based on the created order. He 

presents God as the creator and sustainer of the world, appealing to the philosophical and 

rational sensibilities of his Athenian audience. This approach aligns with the concept of natural 

theology as later developed by theologians like Thomas Aquinas (Holder, 2012). However, it’s 

important to note that Paul doesn’t rely solely on natural theology. He uses it as a starting point 

to bridge the gap between Greek philosophy and Christian revelation, ultimately pointing to 

the need for repentance and faith in Christ (v. 30-31) (Bock, 2007). 

 

b. Universality of God 

A key theme in Paul’s speech is the universality of God. In verse 26, Paul asserts that God 

made “every nation of mankind” from one origin, emphasizing the unity of humanity under 

one Creator. This concept challenges both the polytheistic worldview of the Greeks and any 

notion of ethnic or national exclusivity in divine favor (Keener, 2014). Furthermore, Paul’s 

description of God as the one “in whom we live and move and have our being” (v. 28) suggests 

a universal divine presence that encompasses all of humanity. This idea resonates with Stoic 

philosophy while also affirming the Jewish and Christian understanding of God’s 

omnipresence (Witherington, 1998). 

 

c. Divine Transcendence and Immanence 

Paul’s speech beautifully balances the concepts of divine transcendence and immanence. God’s 

transcendence is evident in the declaration that He is the Creator of the world and everything 

in it (v. 24), and that He is not served by human hands as if He needed anything (v. 25). This 

portrays God as above and beyond creation (Polhill, 1992). Simultaneously, Paul emphasizes 

God’s immanence - His closeness and accessibility to humanity. The statement that God is “not 

far from each one of us” (v. 27) and that “in Him we live and move and have our being” (v. 

28) presents a God who is intimately involved with His creation (Fitzmyer, 1998). This balance 

between transcendence and immanence is a distinctive feature of biblical theology, 

differentiating it from both deism (which emphasizes transcendence at the expense of 

immanence) and pantheism (which emphasizes immanence at the expense of transcendence) 

(Wright, 2008). 
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d. Human Search for the Divine 

A significant theme in this passage is the human quest for God. Paul suggests that God made 

humanity “so that they would seek Him and perhaps reach out for Him and find Him” (v. 27, 

NIV). This portrays the search for God as a fundamental aspect of human existence (Barrett, 

2004). Interestingly, Paul presents this search as both divinely initiated (God made humans to 

seek Him) and humanly actualized (people must reach out to find Him). This tension between 

divine sovereignty and human responsibility is a recurring theme in biblical theology (Carson, 

2002). Moreover, Paul’s approach acknowledges and affirms the religious and philosophical 

quests of his audience. By referencing the altar to an unknown god (v. 23) and quoting Greek 

poets (v. 28), Paul validates the human search for the divine while redirecting it towards the 

Christian understanding of God (Parsons, 2008). This theme provides a powerful foundation 

for interfaith dialogue, acknowledging the universal human quest for meaning and 

transcendence while maintaining the distinctiveness of the Christian message. 

 

Interfaith Dialogue in Acts 17:22-31 

The preceding discussion shows how Paul’s speech at the Areopagus provides a model for 

interfaith dialogue that remains relevant today. The passage offers several key implications that 

can guide contemporary interfaith interactions. One of the primary lessons is the recognition 

of common ground. Paul begins his address by acknowledging the Athenians’ religiosity (Acts 

17:22-23), demonstrating the importance of finding shared points of reference in interfaith 

dialogue. This approach recognizes the universal human search for the divine, a theme that can 

serve as a starting point for interfaith conversations (Kärkkäinen, 2003). By identifying shared 

concepts, such as the idea of a supreme deity, Paul facilitates mutual understanding (Netland, 

2001). His initial affirmation of the Athenians’ religious devotion sets a positive tone for the 

dialogue, an approach that Muck and Adeney (2009) describe as appreciative. In modern 

interfaith dialogue, this strategy encourages participants to look for shared values, common 

concerns, or similar spiritual experiences as a foundation for discussion. Another significant 

implication is the importance of respectful engagement with other belief systems. While Paul 

ultimately challenges aspects of Athenian belief, his approach is characterized by respect and 

engagement rather than outright condemnation as found in some religious adherents (Richard, 

Paul, & Azuwike, 024). Paul demonstrates knowledge of Greek philosophy and religion, 

showing the importance of understanding the other’s perspective (Flemming, 2005). When 

addressing idolatry, Paul uses philosophical arguments rather than direct attacks, modeling 

how to express disagreement respectfully (Piper, 1959). He affirms what he sees as true in the 

Athenians’ beliefs before introducing new ideas, a principle Yong (2008) identifies as valuable 

in interfaith dialogue. This respectful approach is crucial in modern interfaith dialogue, where 

the goal is often mutual understanding rather than conversion. 

 

Paul’s speech is also notable for its use of cultural references and shared wisdom. His quotation 

from the Greek poet Aratus (Acts 17:28) serves as a bridge-building technique, creating a 

connection between his message and his audience’s worldview (Flemming, 2005). This 

demonstrates the principle of contextualizing one’s message, making it accessible and relevant 

to the audience, a concept explored by Hesselgrave and Rommen (2000). Paul’s willingness to 

find truth in non-Christian sources suggests an openness to shared wisdom across traditions, 

an approach Pinnock (1992) advocates in interfaith encounters. In contemporary interfaith 

dialogue, this strategy encourages participants to draw on shared cultural resources and to 

recognize wisdom in traditions other than their own. A crucial aspect of Paul’s approach is his 
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ability to balance conviction with openness. He clearly articulates his core beliefs about God 

and Christ (Acts 17:24-31), demonstrating the importance of authentic self-representation in 

dialogue, a point emphasized by Newbigin (1989). While Paul calls for repentance (Acts 

17:30), he does so as an invitation rather than a demand, respecting the agency of his listeners, 

an approach Bosch (1991) identifies as crucial in cross-cultural communication. The speech 

prompts further discussion (Acts 17:32), suggesting an openness to ongoing dialogue and 

questions, a characteristic Bevans and Schroeder (2004) consider essential in interfaith 

encounters. This balance is crucial in modern interfaith dialogue, where participants are 

encouraged to be true to their own traditions while remaining open to learning from others 

(Onukwuba, Idornigie, Ekpe & Paul, 2023). 

 

Indeed, Paul’s approach at the Areopagus offers a model for interfaith dialogue that is both 

faithful to one’s own convictions and respectful of others’ beliefs. It demonstrates that effective 

interfaith engagement involves finding common ground, showing respect for other traditions, 

using shared cultural references, and balancing conviction with openness. In today’s pluralistic 

context, these principles can guide productive and meaningful interfaith conversations while 

nurturing mutual understanding and cooperation across religious boundaries. 

 

Framework for Interfaith Dialogue between ATR and Christianity 

This study presents Acts 17:22-31 as a biblical text that serves as a model for promoting 

balanced and respectful dialogue between ATR and Christianity. Thus, it contends that Paul’s 

address at the Areopagus in Athens provides a framework that is well-suited for modern 

interfaith conversations, highlighting key principles such as finding common ground, 

respectful engagement, and the strategic use of cultural references. This approach is 

particularly relevant for interactions between ATR and Christianity, where the goal is often to 

encourage and promote mutual understanding rather than conversion. A central lesson from 

Paul’s speech is the importance of recognizing common ground as a starting point for interfaith 

dialogue. Paul begins by acknowledging the Athenians’ religiosity, stating, “I perceive that in 

every way you are very religious.” (Acts 17:22, RSV). This approach emphasizes the shared 

human search for the divine, a theme that resonates with both ATR and Christianity. By 

acknowledging the Athenians’ existing spiritual practices, Paul lays a foundation for dialogue 

that is not confrontational but appreciative (Muck & Adeney, 2009). In contemporary dialogue 

between ATR and Christianity, this strategy can be mirrored by recognizing shared beliefs, 

such as the reverence for a supreme being or a creator, which is central to both traditions 

(Kärkkäinen, 2003). Such recognition sets a positive tone, facilitating mutual respect and 

understanding from the outset. 

 

Furthermore, Paul’s approach underscores the importance of engaging with other belief 

systems in a respectful manner. While he eventually challenges aspects of Athenian religious 

beliefs, he does so with a tone that is both informed and considerate. For instance, Paul’s 

familiarity with Greek philosophy and his reference to their own poets demonstrate his respect 

for their intellectual traditions (Acts 17:28). As Flemming (2005) notes, Paul’s use of Greek 

cultural references suggests an effort to understand his audience’s perspective deeply. This 

approach can guide dialogues between ATR and Christianity by encouraging participants to 

understand and appreciate the underlying values and worldviews of the other tradition before 

introducing Christian perspectives. In line with this, Yong (2008) emphasizes that affirming 

what is true in another’s beliefs before offering new insights is essential for fruitful dialogue. 

Paul’s strategic use of cultural references further illustrates how Acts 17:22-31 can guide inter-
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religious interactions. By quoting the Greek poet Aratus, “For in him we live and move and 

have our being” (Acts 17:28), Paul builds a bridge between his message and the cultural 

understanding of his Athenian audience. This method of contextualization, as explored by 

Hesselgrave and Rommen (2000), involves making a message relevant and accessible to the 

audience’s cultural context. In the context of ATR, this approach might involve Christians 

recognizing the sacredness of nature or ancestral veneration as expressions of humanity’s 

search for the divine. Pinnock (1992) argues that such openness to shared wisdom can enrich 

interfaith encounters, allowing both sides to draw on their respective cultural resources. This 

strategy aligns well with contemporary efforts to create a dialogue that honors both the 

Christian message and the cultural heritage of ATR (Kanu et al., 2024b). 

 

The balance between conviction and openness that Paul demonstrates is another crucial aspect 

of his approach at the Areopagus. He remains firm in articulating his beliefs about God as the 

Creator and Christ as the appointed judge (Acts 17:24-31), yet he presents his message as an 

invitation rather than an ultimatum. Bosch (1991) highlights that this approach respects the 

agency and freedom of the listeners, allowing them to engage with the message without feeling 

coerced. Similarly, in interfaith dialogues between ATR and Christianity, it is essential that 

both traditions present their beliefs authentically while respecting each other’s right to accept 

or reject those beliefs. Bevans and Schroeder (2004) point out that such openness to ongoing 

discussion is vital for creating a space where both traditions and leaders can learn from each 

other (Kanu & Pilani, 2024a). This willingness to engage in a continuous dialogue is especially 

important in contexts where ATR and Christianity intersect, as it nurtures an environment 

conducive to long-term mutual understanding. In sum, Acts 17:22-31 provides a model for 

interfaith dialogue that is particularly applicable to the relationship between ATR and 

Christianity. It demonstrates that effective engagement requires finding common ground, 

respecting other belief systems, using shared cultural references, and maintaining a balance 

between theological integrity and openness to new perspectives. As Netland (2001) notes, such 

an approach not only facilitates deeper understanding but also helps to create a dialogue that is 

genuinely enriching for all parties involved. By applying these principles, contemporary 

dialogues between ATR and Christianity can traverse the complexities of cultural diversity and 

religious pluralism, promoting an atmosphere where both traditions can thrive in a spirit of 

mutual respect and cooperation (Kanu & Pilani, 2024b). 

 

Recommendations 

i. To promote greater understanding between African Traditional Religion (ATR) and 

Christianity, stakeholders should create more inclusive platforms for dialogue that allow 

for genuine encounters and exchange of beliefs. Such platforms can be modeled after 

Paul’s approach in Acts 17, where respectful acknowledgment of existing beliefs 

provided a basis for meaningful conversation. This would enable practitioners of both 

traditions to share their spiritual experiences openly, promoting mutual respect and 

collaboration. 

ii. Religious education institutions, both Christian and those focused on ATR, should 

integrate contextual theology into their curricula. This approach, which emphasizes the 

adaptation of religious teachings to local cultural contexts, can help bridge the gap 

between ATR practices and Christian teachings, as seen in the processes of inculturation. 

This would ensure that religious leaders are equipped with the tools to engage in 

constructive dialogue that respects cultural identities while maintaining theological 

integrity. 
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iii. Scholars and religious institutions should prioritize research into the ethical overlaps 

between ATR and Christianity, such as their shared emphasis on community, nature 

stewardship, and reverence for the divine. This research can highlight common moral 

foundations, making it easier to build cooperative frameworks for addressing social 

issues like environmental conservation, social justice, and communal harmony. 

iv. Training programs aimed at religious leaders from both ATR and Christian communities 

should focus on the principles of effective inter-religious dialogue, such as listening with 

empathy and acknowledging historical injustices. This would align with the postcolonial 

approach that highlights the importance of addressing historical imbalances in 

contemporary dialogues. Such programs would prepare leaders to facilitate discussions 

that are sensitive to the legacy of colonialism and respectful of indigenous spiritual 

heritage. 

v. Religious communities should engage in joint initiatives that address societal needs, such 

as education, healthcare, and poverty alleviation. Collaborative projects can provide 

practical expressions of the values shared by both ATR and Christianity, demonstrating 

their commitment to community welfare. This approach reflects the mutual 

transformation model, where both traditions learn and grow through active cooperation. 

vi. Both ATR and Christian communities should work towards recognizing the spiritual 

importance of practices like ancestor veneration within ATR and the concept of saints in 

Christianity. This would require a shift from viewing these practices as contradictory to 

instead seeing them as different expressions of respect for spiritual predecessors. By 

encouraging comparative theological studies, religious scholars can better appreciate the 

theological nuances of each tradition and find points of convergence. 

vii. In the digital age, leveraging online platforms can be an effective way to expand interfaith 

dialogues between ATR and Christianity. These platforms can host webinars, virtual 

conferences, and discussion forums that bring together diverse perspectives from across 

Africa and beyond. This digital engagement would help to reach younger audiences and 

ensure that interfaith conversations are inclusive of emerging cultural trends and 

technological shifts in religious practice. 

 

By and large, this paper contends that by implementing these recommendations, stakeholders 

in both ATR and Christian traditions can work towards a more respectful and mutually 

enriching relationship. This would not only enhance understanding between the two faiths but 

also contribute to a more harmonious coexistence within Africa’s diverse religious contexts. 

 

Conclusion 

The study highlights the significance of Acts 17:22-31 as a framework for respectful 

engagement with non-Christian religious beliefs, providing a model for inter-religious 

dialogue. Paul’s approach at the Areopagus is characterized by his strategic use of cultural and 

religious references familiar to his Athenian audience, which allowed him to introduce 

Christian teachings without hostility or dismissal of their existing beliefs. By acknowledging 

their religious sentiments and drawing on shared cultural touchpoints, Paul established a bridge 

for meaningful dialogue and conveyed his message in a way that was both respectful and 

profound. The implications of this model are particularly relevant for contemporary church 

practices. In a pluralistic society where, inter-religious interactions are increasingly common, 

the church can learn from Paul’s example, adopting strategies that prioritize understanding and 

mutual respect. Utilizing language and references that resonate with the beliefs and values of 
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others can create a space for genuine engagement, making it possible to share Christian 

perspectives without alienating or disparaging other faith traditions. 

 

Moving forward, the church’s commitment to using contextual and respectful language in inter-

religious encounters will be crucial. Such an approach not only nurtures positive relationships 

with people of different religious backgrounds but also embodies the spirit of Christ’s love and 

openness. As this study suggests, applying the principles from Paul’s Areopagus speech can 

enable the church to engage in dialogues that are both truthful to the Christian message and 

respectful of the religious diversity present in the world today. Ultimately, embracing this 

model can lead to deeper understanding, shared learning, and a more harmonious coexistence 

among various religious communities. 
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